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My WORD
A view from the ear
ndrew Murray has written in
this space before on the
importance of communicating with
people who lack biological training.
In other words, people like me. I
don't have a PhD, an MD or even a
lowly MS with which to decorate my
name. The last time I took a biology
class was at age sixteen.
From your standpoint, I am an
outsider. But one in frequent
contact with you because I work for
the marketing department of the
company that publishes this journal.
That makes me unusual, but I don't
think I'm alone in my reaction to
science. Your work both tantalizes
me and leaves me frustrated that I
know so little. And so I'd like to
give you a view from the other side
of the fence of what the barriers are
between us. Just why is it so difficult
for us to have a conversation?
I think at least part of the answer lies
in the fact that you never address
what I feel I chiefly lack. When I
meet an auto mechanic or a
secretary, I have at least a vague
sense of what it is they do all day.
When I meet a scientist, I have
none. This is what makes science
seem so alien, and what makes it so
hard to understand your
experiments and theories.
It's not that I disagree that thinking
hard about how to explain your
research to laymen would be a good
idea. I have had several experiences
that make me wish that scientists
were more sensitive to a lack of
understanding on the part of their
listeners. Several months ago, for
instance, my company exhibited at
the American Association for
Cancer Research meeting in
Toronto. The conference was three
days long, but really only one image
stands out in my mind. It is of a
graying immunobiologist,
unprovoked, dead-set on explaining
to me his latest research on T cells. I
just listened, mostly to the sounds
the words made as they slipped off
his professorial tongue. Nice words.
Some familiar. Most polysyllabic.
They made me feel like a scientist.
I learned nothing. I have heard the
term T cell bandied about many
times before, but I still wouldn't
recognize one if it bit me. I also don't
know a thing about SH3 domains, or
Hedgehog, despite the fact that
biologists who know I'm a layman
have tried to tell me about both
topics. It's a strange phenomenon.
You, or at least the vast majority of
your colleagues, seem to assume that
non-biologists know what you're
talking about, no matter how
complex the subject matter. (Is it
because you spend so much time on
a single problem that you lose sight
of the fact that the rest of the world
isn't focused on it as well?)
Perhaps the biggest problem is the
beginning of the conversation.
You'd probably tell a more
comprehensible story if you asked
me how much I know and got the
answer 'nothing'. Once you've spent
ten minutes telling me your latest
data, it's hard for me to ask you to
start again. Add to this the picture of
science I'm used to seeing in the
media (do an experiment; make a
breakthrough; win a Nobel Prize)
and you have some sense of how
unlikely communication is.
I'm not writing about these
problems to discourage you; far from
it. The reason that listening to you is
so frustrating is that I'd really like to
grasp what you're saying. I don't ever
expect to gain a deep understanding
of the problems you confront every
day. But even a little understanding
motivates me to learn more.
I have what I think is a solution to
the problem at hand. It's a bit scary
at first. It involves letting laymen run
free in your lab. Somebody did me
this favour recently, and I feel I'm
now ready to start talking to you
again. I had no notion of the
slowness of progress in science before
my lab visit. (I'm told PhD candi-
dates have trouble coming to terms
with this too.) I was also surprised by
the fact that biology seen up close
seems more a craft than it does a
science. Consider the precision with
which a trained biologist can operate
a micropipette or pick yeast cells
from a pool of agar, or the ingenuity
involved in making cells cleave at just
the right moment. What I saw seems
like a cross between watchmaking
and archeology. You build such
elaborate theories out of such
delicate experiments. I'm amazed at
how careful you have to be to
prevent the physical structure of an
experiment from crumbling, and
how intricately you have to piece
your results together to make an
intellectual whole.
I expect there will be a time in my
life when my exposure to biology
won't be so intense. If there's one
thing I've learned that'll stay with
me, it's that the front page story in
the New York Times on the next
great breakthrough is only the tip of
a very large iceberg. The interesting
bits are in the tangle of wayward
problems and unsorted details that
are glossed over in the article; the
"breakthrough", I have come to see,
was probably not a revelation but an
accumulation of small ideas.
So if you want to practise your
communication skills, and find
yourself at a meeting where Current
Biology Ltd has a booth, come on by.
I'm the one with the red hair and
bow tie. Now that I feel I have
grounds to understand your words, I'd
love to hear all about your research.
Even if it's about T cells. But if you
want to introduce neophytes to
science, maybe you should show
them around your lab first.
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